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Luke 3:1-18 

Just Tell it to me Straight 

Dear Brothers and Sisters, 

 He crinkles his brow while he looks down at your chart, he pauses for an uncomfortably long time, then says, 

“Well, it’s not all bad news. Ummm….the results of your test are a bit unusual, normally we don’t see it present quite like 

this...” Finally you throw up your hands, “Doc, just tell it to me straight! What’s going on?” Ever experience something 

like that? And why is it frustrating? Not knowing isn’t going to help, right? It might be painful to hear the truth, but at 

least then you can deal with whatever it is you need to deal with. That can easily happen when we consider our 

relationship with God. So much is said, so much is written, you feel overwhelmed by the sheer volume of information, 

and you just say to yourself, “Just tell it to me straight. Am I right with God or not?” 

 Walk back 2000 or so years to Israel and that’s exactly what you see. People overwhelmed by the teachings and 

musings of their religious teachers and leaders. If you were a follower of the Pharisees, you probably would have been left 

thinking, “God loves me and will bless me, because I am a descendant of Abraham, a Hebrew. On top of that, God will 

bless and reward me even more if I follow all of the extra little rules in addition to the commandments that the religious 

elders have put in place, and especially if I tithe strictly.” If you were a follower of the Sadducees, they gave the 

impression that as long as you can live comfortably and have the ability to prosper, that is the most important thing – they 

were adamantly opposed to the pharisees’ “extra” laws, and they looked at a relationship with God as something for this 

life with no certainty of a life to come. They were the intellectuals – frequently coming up with new takes on what the 

Bible really means. While the Pharisees emphasized sacrificing now and reward in the future. The Sadducees were about 

getting the most out of the here and now – with no certainty of the future. And the two sides loved to argue. One example 

– would pouring water from a ceremonially clean jar to a ceremonially unclean jar make the water impure? All this left 

the people overwhelmed and confused. “Am I right with God!” “What does God really say?” Their eyes were glazed over 

with all of the bickering between the two sides – their hearts were crying out, “Tell it to me straight!” And onto that scene, 

God sends John the Baptist. 

 John is a throwback. He wears the garb of the prophets from hundreds of years before. A camel’s hair garment. 

Not comfortable, not glamorous. He takes the oath of a Nazarite which means, among other things, like Samson, he never 

cuts his hair. He lives in the wilderness – think US desert southwest, that’s what the Judean wilderness is like. He eats 

locusts and wild honey. John isn’t beholden to anyone, no one is paying him, there isn’t any political or financial pressure 

that sways him. And above all, when it comes to that question, “Am a right with God?” John tells it to them straight. 

Listen to God’s words in Luke Chapter 1:     

  In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar—when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea, 

Herod tetrarch of Galilee, his brother Philip tetrarch of Iturea and Traconitis, and Lysanias tetrarch of 

Abilene— 2 during the high-priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas, the word of God came to John son of Zechariah in 

the wilderness. 3 He went into all the country around the Jordan, preaching a baptism of repentance for the 

forgiveness of sins. 4 As it is written in the book of the words of Isaiah the prophet: “A voice of one calling in the 

wilderness, ‘Prepare the way for the Lord,  make straight paths for him.5 Every valley shall be filled in, every 

mountain and hill made low. The crooked roads shall become straight, the rough ways smooth.6 And all people will 

see God’s salvation.’” 7 John said to the crowds coming out to be baptized by him, “You brood of vipers! Who 

warned you to flee from the coming wrath? 8 Produce fruit in keeping with repentance. And do not begin to say to 

yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father.’ For I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up children for 

Abraham. 9 The ax is already at the root of the trees, and every tree that does not produce good fruit will be cut 

down and thrown into the fire.” 

 Wow, what if I had started my sermon that way this morning: “Dear brood of vipers…” What do you think the 

reaction would have been? And why does John address them that way? His next words clue us in, “produce fruit in 

keeping with repentance…” Apparently their words of repentance, “I’m sorry” to God were not genuine – just a show.  

He continues, “Don’t begin to say to yourselves, ‘we have Abraham as our father’…God can raise children for Abraham 

from the stones.” What’s the point here? So many had been led to believe that their being right with God rested on their 

lineage – their connection to their ancestors, specifically Abraham. “I’m right with God because I’m related to Abraham 

and he was chosen by God.” “Nope, sorry – God doesn’t care!” John tells it to them straight. “You are in danger of hell 

because you think your sins aren’t a problem. In your heart of hearts, you are not repentant!” That’s pretty harsh. It’s a 

poke in the eye, but notice how they react! You would think they would leave, shout John down, call him a crazy man.  

But what do they say? Verse 10,  “What should we do then?” This is actually a refreshing change. John is telling it to  

them like it is, and they want to hear more. It’s a bit like the relief you might feel when the doctor finally levels with you 

and tells you what the sickness is, and you respond, OK, what do we do? “What should we do then?” the crowd asked 

And once again, John pulls no punches. “Anyone who has two shirts should share with the one who has none, and 



anyone who has food should do the same.” 12 Even tax collectors came to be baptized. “Teacher,” they asked, “what 

should we do?” 13 “Don’t collect any more than you are required to,” he told them. 14 Then some soldiers asked 

him, “And what should we do?” He replied, “Don’t extort money and don’t accuse people falsely—be content with 

your pay.” 15 The people were waiting expectantly and were all wondering in their hearts if John might possibly be 

the Messiah. 16 John answered them all, “I baptize you with water. But one who is more powerful than I will come, 

the straps of whose sandals I am not worthy to untie. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and fire. 17 His 

winnowing fork is in his hand to clear his threshing floor. 18 And with many other words John exhorted the people 

and proclaimed the good news to them. 

 Understand John is putting himself in a precarious place! To directly confront the tax collector and the soldier, 

that could get you in trouble – a lot of trouble. So why did he do it? To stick it to the man? To let them have it? Is it 

because he hates them? No. He cares about them. He wants them in heaven. In fact, it would have been a lot easier to say 

nothing, and think “those corrupt politicians and soldiers will get what’s coming on Judgment Day.” John’s purpose isn’t 

to embarrass or put down, but to lead people to understand that they have a serious problem. Unrepentant sin damns. How 

do we know that his purpose in sharing this hard truth was to help them? Did you catch how verse 18 ends? “And with 

many other words, John exhorted the people AND proclaimed the good news to them.” He didn’t tell them off, and 

then say, “OK, come back in three weeks and we’ll see how you’re doing, then I’ll share more.” When the people were 

brought to true repentance, when they realized they needed a solution to the problem, John immediately shared the cure – 

the ‘good news’ as he baptized them. The cure is Jesus. The good news is that Jesus paid the debt they owed. It’s not in 

these verses, but maybe you remember the well-known words of John when Jesus approaches him later on, “Look the 

lamb of God who takes away the sin of the word.” John exhorted AND proclaimed the good news. He gave it to them 

straight. 

 I’ve sometimes used this picture: if I came to your door today, rang the doorbell, and pointed to the ambulance 

outside and said, “The ambulance is here, let’s get going to the hospital” you’d probably look at me like I was a crazy 

person. I highly doubt you would just jump in. But if I pulled an MRI image of your abdomen and said, “This is your MRI 

from two days ago – see this? It’s an aortic aneurism, it could burst at any moment. The ambulance is here…” Now do 

you think you might jump in? You have no interest in a cure when you think there is nothing to be cured. John shares the 

diagnosis with the purpose of getting them the cure. Sin and grace straight up! 

 So… if John walked into this pulpit today, what would he say? Would he talk about the politicians and celebrities 

and outspoken anti-Christian people? Those ‘bad’ people out there somewhere and excoriate them? No, he wouldn’t 

spend his time talking about the ‘other’ people, he would address you and me here and now. He would tell it to us straight  

and it would probably hurt. What would he say to me? “Pastor Weigand, stop thinking that making people happy with 

what you say is more important than sharing what I say. Don’t compare yourself with other people and other pastors and 

think you’re better. Don’t look at your church and school and think the size and resources of blessings here are because of 

you. Don’t be jealous of the love and appreciation that people have for your associates or the other pastors you know.  

Don’t soft peddle my words. Don’t look at your occupation and think that gives you a pass when it comes to your pet 

sins.”   

 What would he say to you? “Be content with your pay” “Cease your anger at the kid who took your starting spot 

on the team” “Stop your spiteful social media posts” “Stop your sexual relationship with the person you are not married 

to” “Stop blaming everyone else for the problems you helped create” “Stop being lazy at work” “Stop your obsession with 

being better than others” Maybe some of these pricked your conscience, maybe not, but you can guarantee John would 

have said something that hit you right between the eyes. And he would not have soft peddled it. Well, John may not be 

here in body, but he is here today through the words of the living God – and that exhortation toward genuine repentance, 

that is from God himself. It isn’t just for the people 2000 years ago.  

We aren’t so different today than those who went to see John – sometimes convinced our sins aren’t really sins or 

not of the gravity that makes a difference. Or we look to blood or paper relationships to be right with God. “My mom and 

dad were good Christians, God will take me for their sake.” “My wife goes to church every week, that should cover me.” 

“I’m a member at ‘such and such’ a church – good enough.” So easily we lose sight of the plain truth – our sin damns. If 

you wink at sin, if you are repentant with your lips but not your heart, watch out. You are in a dangerous place. Our mom 

and dad, our wife, our name on a piece of paper does nothing to change that. So what will we do? Go off in a huff? Make 

excuses? Blame others? Or will we with the tax collectors and soldiers and common people of John’s day say, “Thank you 

for telling it to me straight. What do I do?” 

 And what does God say? What do I say to you today in his name? Don’t worry, there’s a cure: the lamb of God – 

the sacrifice that takes away the sin of the world. The cure is yours, the cure is mine. Good news. Good news straight up.  

Your sin is forgiven, heaven is yours.   

 “Tell it to me straight, pastor!” The problem is your sin, and it’s serious. Repent! The cure is your savior Jesus– 

he’s paid your debt, you are forgiven. AMEN.   


